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DuBois: Commencement Address as DSLCC

Commencement Address at Dabney S. Lancaster
Community College
These remarks were delivered at the Convocation Center in Clifton Forge, VA on May 12, 2017.

L

adies and gentlemen; distinguished guests: good afternoon. To the class of 2017:
congratulations! Today is a big day – one of those days that will stick with you for a long time,
and it will become a pivot point. You will collect experiences and memories and think about them
happening either before or after you graduated from college. That’s just how it works.
Do not, do not, do not mistake the hundreds of you wearing caps and gowns as a sign that
graduating from college is easy; it’s not. Enrolling in college takes courage. Finishing with a degree
or credential takes perseverance. Now that you have done it puts you in a minority that remains
much too small in America today. I appreciate what you’ve accomplished because I know how
overwhelming it has been to arrive at this moment.
Your printed programs probably contains the boring stuff about my background. What I want you
to know is that I’m honored to be with you today, and I remember what it was like to be where you
are.
More than thirty years ago – right around this time of the year – I was walking across the stage at my
high school, picking up my diploma, wondering how in the world I had even graduated.
Academically speaking, I finished near
the bottom of my class, if not dead last.
But you know what? I didn’t care. I just
wanted out. I didn’t know what the
future held for me and I didn’t care. I
wanted a job. What I really wanted was
money in my pocket. And so, I got my
wish – a job washing dishes in the
restaurant in my neighborhood. Never
once had I considered going to college.
No one in my family ever had, and I
saw no reason to change that.
Dish-pan-hands, my friends: that was
the extent of my aspirations. The good
news is after only a few months, I got
ambitious and thought yeah, I can move up. I did, which meant busing tables. I figured if I could get
on the floor, I could at least see my customers. At the time I considered that an aggressive and bold
career move. My mom wasn’t impressed. And I’m grateful she wasn’t. She saw something in me that
I couldn’t even see in myself.
We developed a routine. Every day, as I got dressed for work, Mom would harass me. “Glenn, you
need to go to college, “she said while shoving a community college application into my hand. “Fill
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this thing out, now. You can do this.” Back and forth it went. But, you know how mothers are. I
eventually caved in and filled out the application.
I was dumbfounded when an acceptance letter came through the mail. I was convinced it was a
mistake. Someone at the college must have gotten my name confused with someone else. Mom
pushed me again and I decided to go to class.
I wasn’t taking any chances, however. I kept the acceptance letter in my shirt pocket for proof. I was
certain that someone would eventually spot me, realize the college’s mistake and ask me to leave. My
next surprise was that I found the classes to be engaging and interesting. Gradually, I developed
meaningful relationships – especially with my instructors.
College changed me. My curiosity grew and so did my confidence. While there’s nothing wrong with
busing tables, it was no longer enough for me. For the first time that I could remember, I wondered
just how far I could go. Looking back, I can tell you that working with inspiring teachers is what
made the difference. Some things, never change, right? I bet every one of you in a cap and gown
feels that way about at least one – it’s probably more – but at least one of the instructors at this
college.
Join me, will you, in giving your teachers a round of applause? My teachers inspired me to become a
teacher – specifically, a community college teacher. That led to another job and another job and so
forth. Now I have the pleasure of leading Virginia’s community college system – one of the nation’s
largest and most dynamic community college systems. And in my humble opinion, the nation’s best.
Part of me wishes that my community college story is unique – you know, the push of a caring
parent, an instructor or two looking at a guy like me and saying, “You could be more.” But the
beauty of that story is it’s not unique. That story plays out across community colleges every day.
This is why community colleges are so important to me. They are today’s version of the Ellis Island
you read about in history books: they’re an on-ramp to a great opportunities, promising careers and
a chance to live the good life, even for a short-sighted busboy!
So here’s the part where I am supposed to share with you some nugget of life wisdom – something
for you to carry forward. I’ll make it very simple. I learned this as a community college student and
life has confirmed it time and again: Great leaders are great teachers, and great teachers are great
leaders.
As someone who now holds a postsecondary credential, you need to know this: Great leaders are
great teachers, and great teachers are great leaders. As you move forward into your next opportunity,
you now have what’s needed to be a great teacher, and a great leader. And thank goodness for you.
Never once has our country suffered from having too many great teachers and great leaders. You
don’t need to be a CEO or a company president to be a leader. And you don’t need to be a formal,
certified classroom instructor to be a teacher.
You just have to remember three things. First, great leaders and great teachers know that in order
for something to have value, you have to work for it. There’s a reason not everyone tries to go to
college. It takes hard work. There’s a reason that not everybody who starts college finishes it. It takes
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hard work. There’s a reason why not everyone holds a college credential. It takes hard work. The
value of that credential comes from all the hard work it represents.
Second, great leaders and great teachers are always looking for ways to up the goal. There are always
ways to do more and to be more. There are always ways to help more people. There are always ways
to answer questions and solve problems. Great leaders and great teachers are never satisfied with the
status quo.
And third, great leaders and great
teachers can get more out of
someone than that person can get
out of themselves. It can be a
push or a pull. It can be a kick in
the pants or a pat on the back. It
can be a disappointing look or an
encouraging word. Great military
leaders throughout history, great
coaches throughout sports, and
great managers throughout
modern organizations understand
this. Helping someone overcome
a big obstacle can be just a matter
of getting them out of their own
way.
So, no matter where your journey
takes you next, I urge you to find
ways to be a great leader and that
great teacher. Don’t just look for
one. Be one. I urge you to use and
share the knowledge, the
experience and the wisdom your
new college credential represents.
And I urge you, the class of 2017,
to show those family members who supported you along the way, and those teachers who inspired
you along the way, and those friends that you made along the way that, yes, you are worthy of every
bit of that effort by what you decide to do and what you decide to contribute.
Thank you and Godspeed.
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